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early modern europe as a whole? Lack of relevant and unambiguous source material has led to very varied opinions among scholars of mortality rates in pregnancy and childbirth. Calvin Wells, often considered as the father of paleopathology, warned against overrating the deaths ascribable to parturition in premodern societies in an influential study from 1975. Still, Swedish scholar Ulf Högberg estimated the number of maternal deaths to ten per one thousand live births in prehistoric Sweden in a study from 1983. 3 A 1992 study by elisabeth Iregren gives evidence of eight to nine maternal deaths per one thousand from Swedish medieval graveyards. It must be remembered that many maternal deaths are not visible in archaeological data and that the real mortality rate would have been higher. 4 Studies of maternal mortality in sixteenth-and seventeenth-century england by Audrey eccles have resulted in estimations as high as twenty-five deaths per one thousand births. 5 during the Middle Ages, the risks involved at childbirth and the absence of medically schooled persons who could give effective help at complicated deliveries led many women to turn to the saints for assistance. The practices of recording witnesses' perceptions of saintly interventions in miracle collections (often referred to as miracula) and of collecting testimony during the canonization processes of the Catholic Church have left ample evidence that allows historians to reconstruct the childbirth experience of women who are otherwise silent in the historical record. Miracle collections were assembled with the intent of increasing the reputation of a particular shrine and often with the direct purpose of initiating a process of canonization for a deceased person considered to be a saint. As has been noted by André Vauchez, Christian krötzl, and other scholars, the miracula genre underwent important changes during the Middle Ages. These changes were due to two factors: first, the miracle collections had to meet very high standards for a canonization process to be successful in the later Middle Ages, and, second, there was an increased frequency of miracles occurring at a distance from the shrine. 6 The first of these changes resulted in richer descriptions of the circumstances surrounding the miracles and the persons involved, while the second made possible many new categories of miracles, some of which occurred-or, strictly speaking, were reported to have occurredin the homes of the persons concerned. As a result of these changes, late medieval miracle accounts are typically not literary and edifying stories but reflections of events that actually took place. They are thus better suited for sociohistorical analysis than those of an earlier period, something that has been emphasized by Christian krötzl in an article from 1989. 7 The Swedish miracle collections belong mainly to the late medieval period, and they have been used for investigations related to social history by Beata Losman, janken Myrdal, and others. 8 The gendered aspects of the miracula genre are particularly interesting. Unlike most judicial processes of the same period, there was no formal discrimination against women as witnesses to miracle tales and in canonization proceedings. The proportion of men to women in the miracle collections may vary but is often more or less even. 10 In medieval learned discourse within the Catholic Church, "saint" is normally the title for canonized saints or saints who were considered saints before 1234, when papal canonization became mandatory in the Western Church, while other saints-including those on their way toward canonization-are usually referred to as "blessed." For data concerning It also includes miracles related to a holy image in the church of the dominican friary in Stockholm, the Miracula defixionis Domini. 11 The earliest tale in the study, a miracle attributed to Saint eric, was recorded in around 1277, while the latest tales were recorded in 1475 during the canonization proceedings of the Blessed katherine of Vadstena. The majority of the tales belong to the fifteenth century. All of them describe miracles that took place at a distance from the shrines and include a vow and an ensuing pilgrimage. The places where the miracles were written down were the principal shrines of the respective cults. Only Saint Birgitta was a saint of international renown; the other cults were regional, with only occasional pilgrims coming from areas farther removed and neighboring countries. A woman suffered in labor and people feared for her life. The women who gave her help made a vow to the Blessed eric. The woman then gave birth to a stillborn girl, who gave no sign of life for four hours. Seeing the mother coming to life thanks to a miracle, putting greater faith in the Lord and moved by piety, the women made a new vow to the Lord, praying that he who had saved the mother from death would grant life to the daughter long enough for her to receive baptism. This done, the Lord who blew the vital spirit into the face of the first creature, mercifully blew life-giving spirit into the stillborn body of the girl. The women saw the vital spirit little by little animating her limbs so that she truly revived. Fearing that she would die again, they baptized her and gave her the name of Helena. We who are witnesses to the miracle have all seen her three months later, healthy and sound. This miracle has been tested and examined in östra Aros [ two trustworthy and honorable women gave witness to having seen this miracle and having been present through the whole series of events.
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This tale, probably written down around 1277, belongs to the oldest layer in the miracula of Saint eric. The recording of miracles attributed to Saint eric was the first great enterprise of its kind in Sweden. The tale is in effect anonymous. No names of the persons present at the birth were given, and the story is not dated. On the other hand, witnesses were mentioned, a fact that indicates that the persons responsible for the recording of this story-members of the cathedral clergy of Uppsala-were conscious of the increased demand for exactness in miracle accounts in the late thirteenth century, especially if they were to be included in a canonization process. (It is not known if a papal canonization process was ever planned for eric, and, strictly speaking, such a process was not necessary, since eric-a Swedish king who was killed in about 1160 and considered a martyr-had first been declared a saint before the papacy had claimed exclusive authority to perform canonizations in 1234.) 14 Finally, it is worth noting the role of the women present, who even administered baptism when they feared that the child would die. 14 The origins of the cult of Saint eric are currently being researched by art historian Christian Lovén. The beginning of the cult can be traced back to the reign of Saint eric's son, king knut eriksson of Sweden (ruled ca. 1167-95/96). A papal letter of October 23, 1256, granted indulgences to visitors of eric's grave in Uppsala on his feast day. In this letter eric was explicitly referred to as sanctus. 15 The high rate of infant mortality made necessary detailed directions as to the administration of baptism if no priest was present. Such provisions were included also in secular laws. This tale is one in a total of thirty Swedish miracle tales that are related to difficult deliveries, stillborn children, or other aspects of childbirth. There are a total of approximately six hundred Swedish miracle tales (the exact number depends on how the individual tales are defined). The percentage of miracle tales related to childbirth is thus around 5 percent. The miracula of Saint eric, the oldest of the six larger Swedish miracle collections, has the highest percentage, around 7 percent (four tales out of fifty-four or sixty-three). In the youngest collections, the Miracula defixionis Domini (miracles associated with an image of the deposition of Christ from the cross) and the miracles of the Blessed katherine, the frequency is much lower, between 4.1 and 4.5 percent.
elsewhere I have calculated the frequency of difficult deliveries and the resurrection of stillborn children compared to the total number of miraculous acts (of which there can be more than one in a miracle tale) in the miracle collections of Saint Birgitta, the Blessed Nils, and the Blessed katherine. I found the frequency to be higher in the miracles of Saint Birgitta (3.6 percent involved the resurrections of stillborn infants, and 2.2 percent described difficult deliveries) and Bishop Nils (2.5 percent for each of these two types of stories) than in the miracles of the Blessed katherine, where especially difficult deliveries are few in number. 16 In the total corpus, the resurrection of stillborn children is mentioned in sixteen tales, and miraculous help is given to women suffering pain and the danger of death in difficult deliveries in fifteen tales. There are also tales where the delivery is said to have been difficult but where it is not the issue of the tale, that is, it was not the subject of the vow to the saint. eight tales combine the two predominant motives, so that both mother and child were saved. It should be added that the resurrection of the child in some cases meant only that his or her life was restored for a period of time, permitting baptism to be administered. 17 I will return to this issue below.
härad law (Tiohäradslagen, inappropriately referred to as Smålandslagen), for example, decrees that if the child is ill and cannot be taken to church, baptism shall be administered, preferably by a man. If no man is at hand, the child shall be baptized by a virgin, and if there is no virgin present, by a married woman. If witnesses can testify that the child was baptized before its death, it is entitled to Christian burial and to inheritance. 17 There is no evidence in the Swedish miracle collections of the custom of bringing a stillborn to a sanctuary in hope of its revival and baptism, as in the French sanctuaires de répit (see jacques Gélis, "de la mort à la vie: Les 'sanctuaires à répit,'" Ethnologie française 11, data collected from the miracula reveal useful statistics for considering the lives of newborns and the social status of the families and communities into which they were born. Of particular interest are the roles of friends and midwives who attended childbirth and the attitudes expressed toward the newborn children. The gender of the child is generally not specified in the tales, but in six out of the thirty accounts it is said that the child or children was a girl or were girls. In five cases the child is said to have been a boy, and in three more cases the male sex of the child is probable from the wording or context of the story. Births of twins occur in two tales, in one of them, Siamese twins. The social status of the people involved varies. Two cases concerned members of the top level of society-wives and children of counselors of the realm. There is also one wife of a knight (dominus), probably one belonging to the provincial aristocracy of östergötland. In two other cases, the people concerned belonged to the lower aristocracy or were civil servants. Three were burghers, and one was the wife of an innkeeper. No mention was made of the social status of the people involved in the majority of the tales (that is, in twenty-one of the tales). Most of the people in those tales were peasants, which is not to say that they were necessarily poor. The members of the Swedish peasantry were in general less oppressed and probably better off than their peers in many other countries.
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The desire for baptism is a common motive in the miracle stories. In the majority of cases involving a newborn considered to be dead or dying, the vow to the saint contains a wish that he or she live long enough to be baptized. even a fetus born five months prematurely was baptized (though it died immediately afterward). 19 In some tales, the name given to the child in baptism is noted, as in our previous exemplum. One of these infants was called Nils in commemoration of his resurrection thanks to the merits of the Blessed Nils.
The presence of women surrounding, helping, and encouraging the woman who is giving birth is mentioned in the majority of the tales where childbirth is the issue. In some cases we know only that the woman was not alone, but we have no particular information concerning the sex and function of the persons present. The women present are often referred to as obstetrices (midwives), a fact that was observed and discussed by Christian krötzl, who regards this term as an indication of an earlier professionalization of midwifery than has hitherto been suggested. 20 However, it is not until the seventeenth century that we find serious attempts to regulate midwifery as a profession in the Scandinavian countries. 21 The Swedish equivalent of obstetrix, jordegumma, is absent from Swedish medieval legal codes (which were composed between the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries) and first encountered in Sjaelinna thrøst (Consolation of the soul), a book of spiritual guidance from about 1430. 22 The synonym barnmoderska is first found in the Church Ordinance of 1571. 23 It seems best to regard Ingrid and Helena in the Birgitta miracle from 1375 cited below and the other obstetrices in our texts rather as good neighbors giving their friend a hand. 24 The 1375 miracle is the only Birgitta miracle where use is made of the term obstetrices. The term occurs more often in the miracula of the two blessed bishops, Brynolph and Nils, whose miracles were written down between about 1400 and 1417. Although there is only one occurrence of the term in the Brynolph miracula, there are only two childbirth miracles in his collection. 25 In the great collection of miracles of the Blessed katherine there is a single mention of obstetrices in a tale from circa 1473.
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Further observations can be made concerning the women who were present at the childbirth miracles. Those who were not called obstetrices were referred to in a variety of ways. Matrone (matrons, that is, respectable, usually married women) is common throughout the entire period; sometimes the matrone were qualified as matrone multum honeste (most respected matrons) or bone et honeste fame matrone (matrons of good and honorable reputation). Sometimes the women were only referred to as femine circumstantes (surrounding women) or mulieres presentes (women who were present). These assisting women might or might not be related to the woman giving birth. A mother, an aunt, and a sister were mentioned in various of the stories, but so were convicine (neighbors), as, for example, in a Birgitta miracle where the 20 krötzl, "Parent-Child relations," 29. 21 obstetrices were also vicine and followed the woman to Vadstena, where they acted as witnesses (testes) to the miracle. 27 The women assisting the woman giving birth were often the ones who initiated the vow to the saint. In the first exemplum, they baptized a child. Where we have information concerning the age of the women who were present at childbirth, they were always older than the women giving birth. They were also invariably married women, and this finding is consistent with observations made by other scholars that before the introduction of modern obstetrics, ideally only married women were allowed in the presence of women giving birth. 28 The fact that we can know something about the age of persons in these stories can be ascribed to the inquiries that were sometimes made into individual miracle stories by the clerics commissioned to prepare canonization processes for the saints in question. Persons who had given accounts of miracles were summoned, if possible, to hearings in order to confirm the stories told by them some years earlier to the registrars of the miracles. It was then customary to ask the persons who gave testimony about their age. The numbers given must be used with caution, since it is clear that people were not always aware of their exact age. Nonetheless, some useful information may be gathered, and not only about the age of the assistants at childbirth but also sometimes about the age of the mothers themselves 27 Acta Birgitte, 116 (and exemplum 2). 28 That only married women or widows were allowed to assist at childbirth has been asserted-unfortunately without citing evidence to support the assertion-in a study of the history of obstetrics in Sweden by Otto Gröné: "Något om barnmorskorna och barnbördshusen: Bidrag till förlossningskonstens historia under 1900-talets fyra första decennier," Svenska läkartidningen 46, no. , asserts that-with some local exceptions-only women were normally allowed in the presence of women giving birth and that these women should ideally be Dannekvinder, that is, married women. Grethe jacobsen ("Pregnancy and Childbirth," 106, 110) points out that exceptions to the rule would likely have been more frequent in sparsely populated areas. She also denies that the women present were necessarily married and/or mothers. The role of women at childbirth and the exclusion of men is to my knowledge not the subject of any legal regulations from medieval Sweden or denmark, except-indirectly-in the City Law of Visby, in which there is a limit placed on the number of married women (vrowen) allowed at childbirth (Troels-Lund, Dagligt Liv, 8:20; Codices iuris Visbyensis urbici et maritimi, in SSGL, 8:154). It is also a presupposition of the laws that only women could function as witnesses to the birth of a child that was stillborn or died soon after its birth; for example, Guta (or Gotland) Law, chap. 2, in SSGL, 7:8, and dala Law, kristnu Balker (presumably composed in the thirteenth century and used in parts of Västerås bishopric), chap. 12, SSGL, 5:10; see also jacobsen, "Pregnancy and Childbirth," 107n66; and edvard Gotfredsen, "Barsel," when they gave birth. This is true in five cases. In 1408 a thirty-one-year-old woman gave birth. 29 In 1410 a fifteen-year-old mother and wife gave birth to Siamese twins. We might also note that in this instance her father, who also gave testimony, was fifty years older than her. 30 Finally, the miracula of the Blessed katherine document that a woman age twenty-four gave birth in 1471, and two women age about twenty-six and thirty-eight, respectively, gave birth in 1473. 31 This is, of course, not a large amount of material on which to base statistics, but at least we can see that a fifteen-year-old was considered old enough not only to be married but also for the marriage to be consummated. The age of her husband is unfortunately not known. We also see that at least some women continued giving birth beyond the age of thirty. Of course, limited access to contraceptives may have played a role, but without information concerning the family's circumstances in general it is impossible to make any judgment on whether the children born to older mothers were planned or not. We should not be surprised if mothers over thirty were especially frequent in the miracle collections, since they were more liable to complications at childbirth. 32 The thirty-eight-year-old mother in our tale did not seek out the help of the saint because of a difficult delivery, however, but because the twins to whom she gave birth died at or soon after their birth. A vow to the Blessed katherine was believed to have enabled them to live long enough to receive baptism. In tales where no age is mentioned, other indications point to the relatively high age of some of the mothers concerned. A remarried widow in an eric miracle had already experienced two miscar- riages. A woman in a Birgitta miracle had previously given birth to eight children. A couple in a Nils miracle had been married for at least thirteen years when the mother gave birth to a child. It is not known whether this was their first child or not, but the husband was fifty-six.
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It is also worth noting what we do not find in these stories. There are no mentions of unwed mothers (or, if they were unwed, it is not explicitly said). Accordingly, there is no moralizing over unwed mothers, as would otherwise have been expected. Infertility is also, surprisingly enough, not an issue in any of these stories. The closest to it were the worries of the abovementioned noblewoman who had had two miscarriages. In addition, there are no direct interventions of the saints in any of the tales, in visions or the like. The saint remained a distant if effective intercessor before God. In only one of these miracles was a closer relationship between the person concerned and the saint suggested. A woman of Motala parish who feared for her ten-week-old fetus after having been subject to violence recalled that the Blessed Bishop Nils was her compater, that is, either her godfather or the person by whom she had been baptized. 34 Three more exempla provide glimpses of the richness-and colorfulness -of these miracle stories. Moreover, they illustrate the administrative procedures of the church and the active role women played in those processes. Margareta of eknö village in Björskog parish, Västerås diocese, gave birth to an infant who was dead and all black, the tongue of whom extended long beneath its lips. everyone thought that it had a black coal in its mouth, and it looked like a ghost rather than a human being. The woman made a vow to Vadstena, and the infant regained life and decent color in all its members. Witnesses are Ingrid and Helena, obstetrices and neighbors. On May 18, 1407, Ingrid, wife of Holmger, who lived beneath the bridge in Motala parish, Linköping diocese, and who had been pregnant for ten weeks, was hit by a soldier with an axe, because she did not give him free and abundant beer to drink. As a result, she could not leave her bed for a month, and the women who saw her said that her fetus was already lost and that it was impossible for a woman to give birth with good result after such a wound. The soldier was accused before his master, esbjörn, military commander of östergötland. 37 The latter having said that the soldier deserved to be burned, he fled, after having nevertheless made a vow to Lord Nils, Bishop of Linköping, to take the child to Linköping and make an offering if the woman was saved and the fetus born alive into the world. When the woman heard of this vow, she said to herself: "I will gladly fulfill this vow even if he does not, since [the bishop] is my compater, and it is good to confide in his grace." From that very hour she got better, and she gave birth to a living child who received baptism and still lives, namely, at the time when the vow was fulfilled the following year on the day of Apostles Peter and Paul, 38 when the aforementioned Ingrid asserted that all this had happened in this way. john, steward at the episcopal mansion in Vadstena, gave testimony and said that this was known by almost all of Motala parish. The deposition was made in the presence of Anund Markusson, vicar at Saint Lawrence in Linköping. Between the feast of the Assumption and the Nativity of the Holy Virgin in 1410, Botild, wife of Peter in Sieladal, 40 örtomta parish, Linköping diocese, was dying in labor, so that the persons assisting at childbirth [obstetricantibus], who were her mother Cristina, Cecilia, wife of Håkan of Vissevik in Björsäter parish, and Margareta of Lackhälla, had lost all hope of her survival. One of the women, namely Margareta, cast lots, as it is customary among the common people, and the lots indicated the grave of the blessed bishop Nils of Linköping, so that if she could give birth and escape from death, she would visit the grave of this saint and make an offering of a wax image of a child. After the vow was made, she gave birth to something monstrous and very big, namely two twins who came out simultaneously. They were of female sex, joined to each other in their navel and stomach, and they embraced each other with their arms. As a result, the aforementioned woman escaped from death and soon regained her health and fulfilled her vow together with Peter, her husband, on the day before the feast of the Conception of the Holy Virgin [december 7] and gave praise to God in his saint and swore with her hands on the Gospels that without help from God and his saint she could never have evaded death. This was in fact an amazing miracle, that such a delicate woman could bring forward such a big and amalgamated fetus and survive.
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Testimonies at the Canonization Proceedings in Linköping on May 14, 1417. Botild, widow of Peter in Syaeladal, age twenty-two, said that she knew the contents to be true, since she had been near death and had no other hope of escape, since she could not give birth to the abortive fetus and did not believe that she would be able to get free from it. Therefore she had made a vow and so on, and as soon de hoc constare quasi toti parochie Motala. In presencia autem domini Anundi Marci vicarii ad Sanctum Laurencium Lincopie hec deposita sunt." De miraculis S. Nicholai, 367-68. 40 Probably Skärdala in örtomta parish, thirty kilometers east of Linköping. 41 "Anno domini M° Cd X° inter festa assumpcionis et natiuitatis beate Marie Virginis Botildis vxor Petri de Sieladal parrochie Oratompta diocesis lyncopensis laborans in partu usque ad mortem, ita quod nulla spes erat vite de eadem obstetricantibus eam mulieribus istis videlicet matre sua Cristina et Cecilia vxore Haquini de Weseuik et Margareta de Lakhellom, quarum vna videlicet Margareta sorte, ut moris est vulgi, deprehendit, vt uotum pro ea facerent ad sepulchrum beati Nicholai episcopi lincopensis, ut si partum fundere posset et mortem euadere, visitaret sepulchrum dicti sancti offerendo ibidem imaginem infantis de cera, quo uoto emisso partum edidit monstruosum et grossum nimis videlicet duos gemellos simul vno exitu sexus mulieris in vmbilico et stomacho coherentes brachijs se amplexantes, vnde dicta mulier mortem euadens conualuit in breui compleuitque uotum suum cum marito suo dicto Petro in profesto concepcionis beate Marie Virginis laudans deum in sancto suo iuravitque tactis sanctis euangelijs, quod, nisi fuisset adiutorio dei et huius sancti suffulta, nunquam mortem as the vow was made she had given birth and was suddenly free, as if she had given birth to a living child without peril, around the day of the Blessed Giles [September 1], in the presence of the assisting women [obstetricibus] Cristina, mother of she who gave birth and now is giving testimony, Cecilia, wife of Håkan of Vissevik in Björsäter parish, and Margareta, wife of Anund of Lackhälla, örtomta parish, Linköping diocese, both of whom made the vow to the Blessed Nils together with Botild. Also Margareta, wife of Anund of Lackhälla, age thirty-nine, testified, and added that if the woman who gave birth had had twenty lives, she would nevertheless have had no hope of her survival, since the danger of life had not been small. Testimony was also given by Botvid of Siaeladal, father of Botild, age seventy-two, who had heard everything from these same assisting women and who had seen the monstrous fetus and held it in his hands. He knew that a vow had been made to the Blessed Nils and firmly believed that his daughter had been saved thanks to his merits, wherefore he humbly gave thanks to God and his merits. 42 The role of women in all these examples merits some attention. even if the registrars for the miracles were all men, they were dependent on the testimony of women for the details of the stories. Medieval miracle tales conclusion The chance of dying in pregnancy or childbirth was very real for medieval women and still is in many Third World countries. In medieval Catholic western europe, including Scandinavia, these risks, and the absence of medically schooled persons who could give efficient help, led many women to turn to the saints for intercession. The evidence produced by miracle accounts that this practice has generated allows us to look into the bedchambers of otherwise unknown medieval women, suffering the pains of extended labor or giving birth to seemingly lifeless children. From their stories we may learn much about the circumstances of childbirth, and not least about the circle of women that normally surrounded the woman giving birth. The stories supplement information that may be gathered from other sources and shed light on questions that have been debated in earlier research, such as the professionalization of midwifery and the presence or nonpresence of men and/or unwed women at childbirth. As a whole, miracle tales provide an interesting source material for many aspects of medieval everyday life, not least because they are-compared to other sources-more balanced in terms of gender.
